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M odem  Artist and his Space: Lâszlô Moholy-Nagy
1 Introduction
T he w ord »space« does n o t necessary have a strictly geom etrical m ean­
ing, i.e. it does n o t always rep resen t the idea of an  em pty area. Space con­
sidered  in isolation is an  em pty abstraction, b u t a lthough  in  one  sense this 
»substance« is h a rd  to conceive of, it is also true tha t we ca n n o t avoid its 
»existence«.
Every perio d  in hum an  cu ltu re  has developed a spatial concep tion . If 
we ignore geom etry as a d irec t m eans for dep icting  space, one  o f the  pow­
erfu l m ethods o f explain ing  space is its articulation. O n this basis it can be 
said tha t in con trast to »real« space, articu la ted  space is a reality in  o u r sen­
sory experience, i.e. a reality th a t can be grasped accord ing  to its own laws.
In the light o f these considerations the evolution and  developm en t o f 
m o d ern  a rt can also be recognised in term s o f articu la ted  space. M oreover, 
each m odern ist artist has been  desperately seeking his own vision o f  space 
articulation.
W ithin this fram ework the H ungarian  avant-garde artist Lâszlô Moholy- 
Nagy was one o f the m ost versatile. H e w orked in several m edia an d  jo in e d  
collaborative en terprises ra th e r than  being  a specialist in ju s t one. His space 
conception orig inated  mainly through  his use o f new materials and  construc­
tions in troduced  by the technological revolution.
In  this p ap er I in ten d  to show how his concepts o f space are linked  with 
som e m ajor ideas o f m o d ern  physical space and  w here and  how those ideas 
are p resen ted  in som e o f his art-works.
2 Modem Physical Space
T he physical concep t o f  space (and  o f what is h ap p en in g  »inside it«) 
actually appeared  in the first two decades o f the 20th century, mostly th rough  
the ideas o f A lbert Einstein. So-called »m odern« physical space differs a great 
deal from  the co n cep t developed by Isaac N ewton in Philosophiae naturalis 
principia mathematica. In this m onum ental work Newton tried to show the very
Filozofski vestnik, X X  (2/1999 - X IV ICA Supplement), pp. 279-289 279
Ernest Ženko
n a tu re  o f m ovem ent as elegantly as he could; the m ovem ent tha t occurs in 
an  em pty space (the fact tha t m ovem ent requires space was already know n 
to the G reek atom ists). Nevertheless N ew ton’s space has n o th in g  to do with 
com m on sense -  quite opposite: it is the identity  o f an  absolute, true  and  
m athem atical entity; the absolute and  infinite stage accord ing  to w hich all 
m aterial bodies (or particles) are moving, and  in which the forces betw een 
them  are ex e rted .1
T h e first d ifference betw een this m echanicist view and  the co n tem p o ­
rary  one  is shown in the way th a t forces are described. In the first p ictu re 
th e  forces are cen tral, th a t is, the d irec tio n  o f  the force always lies on  a 
stra igh t line betw een the cen tres o f  two m aterial particles (which can be 
e ith e r a ttracted  o r repelled) and  are in d ep en d e n t o f particle velocities. All 
bodies a ro u n d  us are systems o f such infinitely small particles, w hereas those 
forces on  the m icro level can be simply sum m arized in to  the m acro  force 
o f  a rigid body (e.g. the gravitational force betw een E arth  and  M o o n ).
In the m odern  p icture , the situation is different. In the second h a lf o f 
the  19th century, new concepts appeared  in connection  with problem s in 
u n d ers tan d in g  electric and  m agnetic p henom ena . As Einstein p u t it: »In 
physics a new idea has risen, the m ost im p o rtan t th o u g h t after Newton: the 
field.«2 To d e term in e  the force rad ia ting  from  a certain  mass o r charged  
partic le , it is n o t n eed ed  to know the location  o f all hypothetical bodies 
a ro u n d  it. We fill em pty space with force-lines th a t show the d irection  o f the 
force (which is always p erpend icu lar to each force-line) and  also its strength  
(th e  density  o f the force-lines is p roportional to the force s tren g th ). N ot 
m aterial particles o r electrical charges, bu t the space betw een them  is w hat 
it m atters.
T he idea o f  the field h elped  physicists to solve the problem s o f  elec­
trom agnetic  an d  optic p henom ena , and  has led  Einstein to form ulate  his 
Theory o f relativity. T here  are actually two theories. T he first, special,3 is based 
on  the special relativistic principle: all coordinate systems, moving one u p o n  
an o th e r uniform ly in a s traigh t line, are equal.4 (This is equally suitable for
1 We are dealing here with two different concepts of space, e. g. Newton’s and Einstein’s, 
but we should not forget that those two scientists were not alone. There were so 
many others who can’t be even m entioned here, even though their ideas are o f great 
im portance for an understanding of nature and space.
2 Albert Einstein, Leopold Infeld, Die Evolution der Physik von Newton bis zur Quantentheorie, 
Rowohlt, H am burg 1956. (Slovenian transi., MK, Ljubljana 1961, p. 174.)
3 A lbert Einstein, Zur Elektrodynamik bewegter Körper, Ann. der Physik 17, 1905.
4 The second theory, general relativity, deals with the problem of gravitation. H ere Einstein 
finally left the realm of Euclidean geometry and turned to mathematical structures 
developed previously by Georg Riemann. (See: Albert Einstein, Die Grundlagen der 
allgemeinen Relativitätstheorie, Leipzig 1916.) This theory is not our concern now.
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the descrip tion  o f na tu ra l p henom ena .) This m eans that th e re  can be no  
difference between events occurring in the same place (space) o r  at the same 
tim e, an d  o thers, because there is simply no  such -  absolute -  space o r  time.
T he form  o f space th a t E instein used in this case is actually a com bina­
tion o f space in time, nam ed space-time. It is a structure, invented by H erm ann  
Minkowski, in which physical events are defined  by four d im ensions (th ree  
spatial coordinates plus tim e). T im e has been  p resen t in physics from  G reek 
times onwards because it is im possible to im agine m ovem ent in  space w ith­
o u t time. But in spite o f  that, this was the first instance, th a t tim e fo u n d  its 
place w ithin geom etry. Space-time simply m eans th a t time has becom e a 
form ally equal coord ina te  and  tha t distances betw een (four-dim ensional) 
events are m easured  in term s o f space an d  tim e inseparably.
We shou ld  m en tio n  an o th e r im p o rtan t an d  in fluen tia l p ro p e rty  o f 
m o d e rn  space th a t is n o t d irectly  linked  with its geom etrica l m ean in g . 
Namely the k ind  o f transparency o f bodies, o r  b e tte r o f m atte r occupying 
space. In  1895 W ilhelm  R öntgen  discovered X-rays th a t o p e n e d  a n o th e r  
d im ension  o f space -  a space inside o f solid bodies, w here, in  the classical 
p icture , th ere  should  be no  space at all.
A nd yet an o th e r one: in 1911 E rnest R u therfo rd  pub lished  his theory, 
insp ired  by previous experim ents (the scattering  o f a lpha partic les on  th in  
go lden  leaves). H e in troduced  the concep t o f the atom  tha t consists mostly 
o f em pty space. In this picture, a very small nucleus is positioned at the cen tre 
o f an  atom  (ten thousand  times sm aller than  the atom  itself) with electrons 
m oving a ro u n d  the nucleus in circles like p lanets a ro u n d  the sun. If  a m a­
terial substance consists o f such atom s, all the things a ro u n d  us a re  mostly 
m ade o f em pty space.
Now we can try to find ou t how those m odern  ideas o f space are con­
n ec ted  with concep tions developed by a m odern ist artist -  Lâszlô Moholy- 
Nagy. Let us follow som e o f his ideas o f space th rough  his artistic life.
3 Modem Artistic Space
Lâszlô Moholy-Nagy was bo rn  on 20 July 1895 in Bâcsborsod, Hungary. 
W hen he was sen t to secondary school in Szeged, h e  developed  close re la­
tions with som e poets and  writers, which probably explains why his first in­
terest was in literature . After m atriculation in 1913, he reg istered  as a  law 
S tu d en tin  B udapest. But it d id n ’t last long -  in 1914 he  was called u p  in  the 
arm y and  sen t to the front. In this quite specific situation he  started  to draw. 
His naturalistic figures o f m ilitary life on postcards reveal his lack o f  educa-
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tion in drawing, b u t also his artistic talent. W ounded in 1917, he becam e even 
m ore serious ab o u t pain ting  du ring  his recu p era tio n  in Odessa. T h e  young 
m an who, un til then , drew  postcards as a m ere pastim e, was now dep ic ting  
the tired , haggard  faces o f his fellow soldiers. It was there , in the m ilitary 
hospital th a t Moholy-Nagy m atu red  in to  a real artist.
After he re tu rn ed  from  the fron t he becam e increasingly a ttrac ted  to 
H u n g arian  Activists. Social ideas o f this avant-garde m ovem ent left th e ir 
im pression on his en tire  work (e.g. the ideal o f  »synthetic« a rt -  a rt in the 
service o f society and  conducive to m an ’s ex ternal and  in terna l libera tion). 
A fter the fall o f the Republic o f Councils Moholy-Nagy left the country. First 
h e  w ent to V ienna and  th en  in 1920 he finally settled in Berlin.
3.1 Realistic Portraits
D uring  his perio d  o f w andering, Moholy-Nagy began to p a in t realistic 
p o rtra its . T hese re p re se n t his own p a rticu la r m ode o f  exp ression  even 
though  he had  n o t yet found  his own individual style. His rep resen ta tiona l 
period  was short bu t im portan t for his fu ture career, which led him  to a m ore 
abstract m ode o f expression.
T he first discovery, which he regarded as his own, was that o f line, and  
the  resu lt o f this discovery was a series o f portraits in which Moholy-Nagy 
sought n o t to copy o th er painters, bu t to understand  them . Later he w rote in 
his autobiographical essay: »Through my ‘p rob lem ’ o f expressing everything 
with lines I underw ent an  exciting experience, especially as I overem phasized 
the lines. In trying to express three-dimensionality, I used auxiliary lines in 
places w here ordinarily no  lines are used. T he result was a com plicated net­
work o f a peculiar spatial quality, applicable to new problem s. For exam ple, I 
could  express with such a network the spherical roundness o f the sky, like the 
inside o f a ball [ ...] . The drawings becam e a rhythmically articulated network 
o f  lines, showing not so much objects as my excitement about them.«-’
Moholy-Nagy was lost in the world o f m odern  art and  decided to re tu rn  
to the Renaissance, to the period  o f solid values. T h ereafte r he stud ied  the 
drawings of R em brand t and  Van Gogh, w here he  realised th a t lines o u g h t 
n o t to be m ixed with h a lf tones, and  that: » [...]  one should  try to express a 
three-d im ensional plastic quality by the u n ad u lte ra ted  m eans o f line; tha t 
the quality o f a p icture is n o t so m uch defined  by the illusionistic ren d erin g  
o f n a tu re  as by the faithful use o f the m edium  in new visual relations«.0
5 Lâszlô Moholy-Nagy, The New Vision: From Material to Architecture. Abstract of an Artist, 
W ittenborn, Schultz, New York 1947, in: Krisztina Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, Tham es and 
Hudson, London 1985, p. 361.
6 Ibid., p. 360.
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Objects are n o t those which carry the m eaning, bu t the  way in which 
the lines are organised and  the relations between them . In  the works o f o th er 
artists -  Lajos Tihayi, Edvard M unch, O skar Kokoschka, Egon Schiele, and  
Franz Marz -  he  learned  that they reg ard ed  na tu re  only as the p o in t o f de­
partu re . T he real m eaning  lay in their in terpretative power. M oholy-Nagy’s 
u n d ers tan d in g  o f this fact resulted  a t first in his realistic portraits.
His free and  energetic lines form  com plicated  networks and  they are 
n o t drawn to create  only a decorative effect. These lines actually scan the 
surface o f the m odel, the facial wrinkles -  curls o f the hair, wrinkles o f the 
chin. T he u n d erstan d in g  o f line tha t Moholy-Nagy ad o p ted  was the  result 
o f  a rational analysis -  the line appeared  as the basic p icture elem ent. Lines 
tha t form  and  construc t realistic portra its have becom e force lines, o rgan­
ised in to  a diagram  o f  in n er forces sharing  the em otional charge.
3.2 Glass Architecture
In  years 1920-21, a lth o u g h  still p a in tin g  re p resen ta tio n a l p ic tu res, 
Moholy-Nagy was greatly concerned  with achieving a m ore abstract m ode 
o f expression. Berlin was at th a t tim e an im p o rtan t avant-garde cen tre  and  
in fluenced  the young artist in various ways. T he two basic in fluences were 
those o f Berlin Dada and  Constructivism , the particu lar a tm osphere  o f  the 
big city -  the industrial landscape, p resence o f m achines, bridges, railway 
stations, etc. was also very im p o rtan t to him . T he industrial civilisation that 
Moholy-Nagy m et in Berlin offered new aesthetic ideals th a t d iffered  from  
trad itional ones. W ith the su pport o f  avant-garde trends, he  ad justed  to the 
new situation an d  started  to explore.
»On my walks I found  scrap m achine parts, screws, bolts, m echanical 
devices. I fastened, g lued  and  nailed  them  w ooden boards, com bined  with 
drawings and  painting. It seem ed to m e th a t in this way I could  p ro d u ce  real 
spatial articu la tion , frontally and  in profile, as well as m ore in tense  co lour 
effects. L ight falling on the actual objects in the construction  m ade the col­
ours ap p ear m ore alive than  any pain ted  com bination. I p lan n ed  three-di- 
m ensional assemblages, constructions, executed  in glass and  metal. F looded 
with light, I th o u g h t they would b ring  to the fore the m ost pow erful co lour 
harm onies. In  trying to sketch this type o f ‘glass a rch itec tu re’, I h it u p o n  the 
idea o f transparency.«7
Glass architecture appeared  as an  a ttem p t to pain t real objects, seen o r 
found  on his w anderings th rough the land  o f technology. T h ere  he  en co u n ­
tered three fundam ental ideas that occupied him  for the rest o f  his life: light, 
space and  transparency. His paintings from  the years 1920-21 reflect the
7 Ibid., p. 362.
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Picture 1: Glass Arhitecture III
atm osphere o f the big city: railways, bridges, and  m achines. H e nam ed  them  
simply: Bridges, Large Railway Painting, The Great Wheel, and  so on. Besides the 
dynam ism  o f m achines an d  the m agical a ttraction  o f technology, Moholy- 
Nagy also discovered the new laws o f p ic tu re  construction.
In 1921 his paintings were concentric, expansive and  tending  outwards. 
T hey were mostly sym m etric, with the cen tre  o f gravity in the m iddle plane. 
T he im portance o f the central area was en h an ced  with the bare canvas. T he 
brightly  co loured , sharply ou tlined  m otif stands o u t against the im personal 
ligh t och re  tex ture o f the canvas -  it has alm ost n o th in g  in com m on with 
the  background . T h e  com position  is always cen tred , som etim es a strong  
horizon ta l axis lies in  the  lower or u p p e r th ird  o f the picture. U pward-in­
clining diagonals float freely in the picture space, n o t ex tending  as far as the
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fram e, giving an  im pression o f incom pleteness, which is the  source o f in n er 
tension and  dynam ism  o f the picture.
Later, in 1921-22, the whole s tru c tu re  m oved o u t o f  the ho rizon ta l, 
tu rn ed  in re la tion  to the lower fram e o f the p ictu re  an d  aligned  with the 
diagonals. W ith this change, the earlier balance was d istu rbed  an d  the m o­
tifs, freed  from  th e ir horizontal a ttraction , started  to soar in to  the space at 
their disposal on  the surface o f the canvas. D ifferent geom etrical form s were 
no longer im penetrable units b u t transparen t elem ents th rough  which o th er 
elem ents appeared . T hro u g h  d ifferen t layers, conveying p ic tu re  elem ents, 
an  alm ost infin ite d ep th  o f the pictorial space appeared . (P icture 1; Glass 
Architecture III, 1921-22)
T he space o f the p icture had  changed  com pletely -  the  ea rlie r plain 
canvas background , which con trasted  sharply with the m otifs, now  becam e 
a vital co m p o n en t in the w hole com position . T h e  b ack g ro u n d  (earlier: 
em pty space) in term ingled with motifs (earlier: elem ents o f the p icture), one 
ap p earin g  th ro u g h  the other. This was the  b irth  o f  Glass Architecture, the 
a rtis t’s own pictorial world.
In fact, glass arch itecture had two differen t m eanings for Moholy-Nagy. 
O n  the one hand , it was a com position tha t was very close to the  »pictorial« 
architecture (Bildarchitectur) o f the H ungarian  avant-garde, an d  on  the other, 
an  abstract symbol tha t was linked to the ideology o f the B auhaus a t its ou t­
set. This ideology can be clearly recognised  in »The B auhaus M anifesto«, 
w ritten by G ropius himself: »The u ltim ate aim  o f all creative activity is the 
building! [...] A rchitects, painters, sculptors, we m ust all re tu rn  to crafts! [...] 
T h ere  is no  essential difference betw een the  artist and  the  craftsm an. T he 
artist is an exalted  crafstm an. [...] Let us therefo re  create  a new  guild  o f 
craftsm en w ithou t the class-distinctions th a t raise an a rro g an t b a rrie r  be­
tween craftsm an and  artist! Let us to g e th er desire, conceive an d  create  the 
new building o f the future, which will com bine everything — arch itectu re and  
sculpture an d  pain ting  -  in a single form  which will one day rise towards the 
heavens from  the hands o f a m illion workers as the crystalline symbol o f  a 
new and  com ing faith.«8
This is probably  also the reason (or one o f the reasons) why W alter 
G ropius invited Moholy-Nagy to teach in his school o f design in Weimar. H e 
s ta rted  to teach  th e re  in A pril 1923 a t th e  age o f only 27. H e re p la ced  
Jo h an n es  Itten  in the Prelim inary Course and  Paul Klee in the  M etal Work­
shop. This was the tim e w hen the school had  ju s t gone th ro u g h  o n e  o f  its 
crises. T h e  m ain  p ro b lem  was th e  idealis tic , ro m an tic  a t t i tu d e  o f  th e
8 Walter Gropius, »The Bauhaus Manifesto« in Frank W hitford, Bauhaus, Tham es and 
Hudson, London 1995, p. 202.
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Bauhaus. Vilmos H uszar wrote in S eptem ber 1922: »W here is there  any at­
tem pt to unify several disciplines, a t the unified com bination  o f space, form  
an d  colour? Pictures, n o th in g  b u t pictures
Moholy-Nagy’s ap p o in tm en t provided clear evidence tha t G ropius had  
changed  his m ind abou t the kind o f institution B auhaus ough t to be. H e an­
n o u n ced  this in a public lecture du rin g  the B auhaus exhib ition  in 1923 on  
the  them e »Art and  technology, a new unity«. If in the  early years the  em ­
phasis was placed on the investigation o f properties com m on to all the arts 
an d  on  the revival o f craftsm anship, it had  now shifted  towards the educa­
tion  o f a new designer capable o f conceiving artefacts to be m ade by m a­
chine. A nd if o th er teachers like Wassily Kandinsky w anted n o th in g  to do  
with it, fo r Moholy-Nagy the m achine was a k ind  o f fetish.
Moholy-Nagy was a b rillian t teacher, and  his abilities may have caused 
resen tm en t am ong those colleagues whose relationship with the students was 
p roblem atic. But w hat really was a problem  for m ost o f the o th e r B auhaus 
teachers was Moholy-Nagy’s rejection of everything irrational. They were con­
vinced to som e degree  th a t a rt is a spiritual revelation. In  K lee’s words: a r t’s 
purpose was to »render the invisible visible«. Moholy-Nagy’s ideas were quite 
d iffe ren t. H e once  said  to L o th a r Schreyer (who was a n o th e r  B auhaus 
teacher): »You surely d o n ’t believe the old fairy-story abou t the hum an  soul? 
W hat is known as the soul is no th in g  b u t a function  o f the h um an  body.«10
D u rin g  his B auhaus p erio d , Moholy-Nagy co llab o ra ted  with O skar 
Schlem m er an d  o thers on  m urals, ballet an d  stage designs; besides p a in t­
ing he  was engaged in photography, film and  photogram s, light and  co lou r 
experim ents, bu t he  also w orked in typography and  layout. His ideas were 
close to th a t o f G ropius and  together they p lanned , ed ited  and  designed the 
fo u rteen  Bauhausbücher -  B auhaus books which were an  a ttem pt to define 
avant-garde views.
3.3 Light-Space Modulator
Moholy-Nagy left Bauhaus in 1928, following G ropius’s exam ple. Two 
years later, Moholy-Nagy fin ished his m asterpiece, The Light-Space Modulator 
(P icture 2), which represen ts m ost o f  the ideas he developed there. »The 
Lichtrequisit (la ter often  re ferred  to in English as the Light Prop o r  Light Dis­
play Machine) is one  o f the finest and  m ost clearly expressed creations n o t 
only o f  Moholy-Nagy’s individual artistic aspirations, b u t o f  avant-garde new 
aesthetics o f the en tire  period.«11 H e started  to work on the idea in 1922 and  
it took e ig h t years for technology to be able to follow the im agination.
9 Cited in Frank W hitford, Bauhaus, p. 116.
10 Ibid., p. 127.
11 Krisztina Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, p. 53.
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Picture 1: The Light-Space Modulator
M ach in e  a r t  was a  te n d en c y  typical o f  th e  D ad a  m o v e m e n t a n d  
Constructivism. Various kinds o f work appeared  at that time, including Naum  
G abo’s Kinetic Statue: Standing Wave and  Moholy-Nagy’s own achievem ent: 
Nickel Sculpture. They are both  real m achines only partially, in  the details, 
whereas The Light-Space Modulator is som ething different: a real m achine m etal 
and  glass structure ro tating  and  moving in space.
T he basis o f the com position is a ro ta ting  disc with th ree  m etal fram es 
whose edges m eet. T he oblique glass spiral placed on  the disc traverses an  
inclined  glass plate. T hree  m etal screens with oblique axes an d  o f  d iffe ren t 
patterns, as well as two h a lf perfo ra ted  m etal discs, are also in con tac t with 
a lower, ro ta ting  disc. W hen the spiral is set in m otion  by an electric m otor, 
light is projected on the structure. The light passes through the m etal screens
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whose position, owing to the rotating m ovem ent, is constantly changing. T he 
resu lt is the  silhouette  p ro jec ted  at a distance o f two o r th ree  m etres.
In his rem arks Moholy-Nagy wrote ab o u t his sculpture: »Light beam s 
overlap as they cross th ro u g h  dense air; they’re blocked, diffracted , con ­
densed. T he d iffe ren t angles o f en tering  light indicate time. T he ro ta tion  
o f  light from  east to west m odulates the visible worlds. Shadows and  reflexes 
reg ister a constantly chang ing  re lationship  o f solids and  perfo rations.«12
T he Light-Space Modulator em bodies the idea o f the beautiful m achine, 
b u t it is a t the sam e tim e (in a b ro ad er context) co n n ected  with B auhaus 
an d  mostly with its theatrical experim ents. T he m achine was also the  em ­
b o d im en t o f the Constructivist ideal and  Russian Constructivists p lan n ed  
several such works -  V ladim ir Tatlin’s Monument o f the Illn l International is 
reg ard ed  as the symbol o f  the u topia  o f the en tire  period, and  N aum  G abo’s 
Plan o f a Radio Station rem ain ed  a dream . In 1922 Moholy-Nagy pub lished  
an article together with A lfred Kemeny: »Constructivism m eans the activa­
tion o f space by m eans o f a dynamic-constructive system o f forces w ithin one 
an o th er that are actually u n d e r tension in physical space, and  their construc­
tion  w ithin space, also active as force (tensions).«13
Moholy-Nagy m anaged to realise his plan and  his work becam e a m obile, 
spatial variant o f glass architecture. He m ade use o f the same geom etrical fig­
ures as in  his paintings, with approxim ately the same p roportion  and  distri­
bution. In  his pictures he sometimes tried to m odulate light by saturating the 
surface and  using glass o r alum inium  instead o f canvas. W ith the Light-Space 
Modulator he  could m odulate the beam  o f light in actuality; the result was a 
m obile painting that started to inspire the artist himself. H e adapted  it for the 
stage as »light p rop  for an  electric stage« and he even m ade a black and  white 
film in which the real subject is the b irth  o f the Light-Space Modulator.
4 Conclusion
D ealing with m odern ism , there is a question  o f w hether one can find 
any d irec t connection  betw een notions derived from  separated  spheres o f 
h u m an  activity (like science and  a r t) .14 Ideas seem  to rem ain  separated  even
12 Cited in Richard Kostelanetz, Moholy-Nagy, Allen Lane, London 1974, p. 160.
13 Lâszlô Moholy-Nagy, Alfred Kemeny, »The Dynamic-Constructive System of Forces«, 
DerSturm, No. 12/1922; cited in Lâszlô Moholy-Nagy, Vision in Motion, Paul Theobald, 
Chicago 1965, p. 238.
14 O ne of the ideas I wanted to show is the difference between the field of science and 
the field of art, concerning the developm ent of a concept or notion and personal
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if we find them  in bo th  spheres and  even if they have the sam e nam es. O ne 
such exam ple is the idea o f space-time. We have already m en tioned  w hat this 
idea m eans in physics. Even though  Moholy-Nagy was fully aware o f this, for 
him  space-tim e had  a d ifferen t m eaning.
He wrote in his last book, published  after his death  in  1946:15 »Since 
‘space-tim e’ may be a m isleading term , it especially has to be em phasized 
that space-time problem s in the arts are n o t necessarily based up o n  E instein’s 
theory  o f relativity.« H e con tinued  with the explanation: »E instein’s term i­
nology o f ‘space-tim e’ and  ‘relativity’ has been  absorbed by o u r daily lan­
guage. W hether we use the term s ‘space-tim e’, ‘m otion an d  sp eed ’, o r  ‘vi­
sion in m o tio n ’, rightly or wrongly, they designate a new dynam ic an d  kinetic 
existence freed  from  the static, fixed fram ew ork o f the past. Space-tim e is 
n o t only a m atter o f  natu ral science o r o f an  aesthetic and  em otional in ter­
est. It deeply m odifies the charac ter o f social ends, even beyond the  sense 
tha t p u re  science may lead to a b e tte r application o f our resources.«16
His own artistic achievem ents, m en tio n ed  in this paper, can be consid­
ered  as the developm ent o f the same idea -  nam ely the idea o f space-tim e. 
In  Moholy-Nagy’s realistic portraits, the dynam ism  o f the p ictorial space is 
included  in the force-lines form ing an  em otional field th a t co rresponds to 
th a t o f  a physical force field. In his glass arch itectu re , the artist forcefully 
expressed the ideas o f transparency an d  light, and  the new vision o f space, 
which is very sim ilar to the new physical ideas o f the m o d ern  tim e. In  the 
last exam ple o f Light-Space Modulator, he  constructed  a m ach ine th a t finally 
em bodies the concep t o f  m odern  physical space and  time. His exp lanation  
and  his works o f a rt can be considered  an  exam ple o f how concepts from  
d ifferen t spheres -  like tha t o f space -  can be understood .
developm ent o f the artist o r scientist (researcher). In the first case, that o f science, it 
is m ore com m on to follow the developm ent o f an idea and to fill in personal 
achievem ents, while in the second case, when dealing  with art, it seem s m ore 
reasonable to follow the life line of an individual artist and to fill in the ideas. The 
consequence of this idea is also the form  of the text.
15 After he left Bauhaus in 1928, Moholy-Nagy started to wander around Europe looking 
for a new teachingjob. In the meantime, he was painting on synthetic materials and 
transparencies (Plexiglas), experim enting with colour film, design, photograph and 
so on. In 1937 he was offered and accepted the directorship of the New Bauhaus in 
Chicago, but the school was forced to close down before the end of the year, so he 
opened his own School o f Design the following year. Moholy-Nagy died o f leukemia 
in Chicago on 24 November, 1946. At the time of his death he was P resident of the 
Institute o f Design, then having 680 students.
16 Lâszlô Moholy-Nagy, Vision in Motion, p. 266.
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